and is a mixture of research, development and service. In order to set the scene for a description of the FAIR services, the overall plan of the project is outlined. The initial aims were:
(1) To produce an objective method for the generation of information retrieval languages regardless of the subject.
(2) To test the performance of users of an information service at subject indexing the input to their service.
(3) To explore the practicability of providing an entire library of the literature of a given subject area in a form compact enough to occupy only part of a desk top, and to disseminate such satellite libraries to individuals.
Work on all three has been done during the last two and a half years, and since the aims are interdependent the work proceeded simultaneously on all three aims:
(1) To test the procedure for generating information retrieval languages the subject field of biomedical engineering was chosen. One thousand five hundred articles of literature were circulated twice to 180 collaborators who allocated an average of 8-5 descriptors to each article. These descriptors were processed by an ATLAS computer into a number of information retrieval languages.
One of these is being tested by using it in an experimental information service. Eight hundred papers have been subject indexed and a booklet containing the references to the papers, together with an author index and feature card subject index will shortly be available.
(2) A wealth of data on the performance of part time indexers has been collected. A statistical analysis of the performance of the 180 collaborators who allocated descriptors to the circulated reprints will be made.
(3) The achievement of the concept of an on-desk library depended upon the development of a cheap way of mass-producing sets of microfiche and packs of feature cards, besides the exploration of the law of copyright. Considerable progress has been made on the production of cheap microfiche, based on a diazo film process, and on the production of cheap packs of feature cards, based on the use of machine inversion of the file and machine mass-production of the feature cards.
The project has been heading towards the setting up of an information service for biomedical engineers. It is hoped that, in order to prove the research and development that has been done, approval may be given for the establishment of a biomedical engineering information centre. The centre would be based on a number of services, not the least of which would be the FAIR services comprising the following:
(1) Access to the FAIR biomedical engineering reprints. The collection at present numbers only 2,400 but will increase rapidly when the service starts collecting all the literature rather than just enough to do the research. Author and feature card subject indexes will be maintained.
(2) Access to the FAIR journals and books on biomedical engineering. At the moment 80 journals are regularly scanned for biomedical engineering articles, and 55 of these journals are kept by FAIR. Also included are several abstract journals in the subject field.
(3) Access to specialists in a given subject via reference books and files which specify topics on which people are prepared to act as advisers.
(4) Access to the loan, copying and reading (including microforms) facilities which will be available.
(5) Access to the special FAIR service whereby sets of references to the literature of biomedical engineering, together with author index and feature card subject index, will be obtainable. This service is an effective personal information retrieval system.
All the services are available at the moment only to the staff of the Medical Research Council and collaborators in project FAIR, but it is hoped that if approval for the biomedical engineering information centre is given, the centre will be open for the professional public to visit. It is also hoped to make the sets of references and indexes available to subscribers.
The FAIR project is indebted to the Biological Engineering Society and the Hospital Physicists Association for their continued support, and hopes in return that the FAIR services will contribute to making the literature more easily and rapidly accessible. Dr G R Venning (Messrs G D Searle & Co Ltd, High Wycombe) drew attention to the practical problems of setting up a medical information service in the medical department of a pharmaceutical company. In contrast with the Fast Access Information Retrieval system described by Mr Pickford, which seemed to offer great promise for information retrieval in clearly defined scientific fields of limited extent, the problem facing many people in the industry was to develop an equally rapid access system for retrieval of information over a wider range of subjects. The problem in the pharmaceutical industry included drugs for a variety of different diseases and information from a wider range of sources than published scientific articles in the literature. Such sources had to include unpublished information from chemical and biological research and information incorporated in internal memoranda and correspondence. Dr Venning described the problems arising from the growth of an essentially personal type of card index system for retrieval from a reprint collection of more than 14,000 documents. In a department with fewer than a dozen people reading and carding the documents this still provided the best source of information retrieval for many problems in comparison with the more sophisticated systems which were useful to fall back on but which provided less rapid access. Such systems included, for instance, a computerized keyword index to a large number of journals and the available services of organizations such as MEDLARS and Bibliography of Reproduction.
Meeting May 6 1968
A discussion was held on the subject of Clinical Testing and the Patient. The opening speakers were Dr M H Pappworth, Professor W J H Butterfield and Mr Edgar Lustgarten.
